Immunohistochemical study of retinol-binding protein in livers of polar bears (Thalarctos maritimus).
Liver tumors of unknown cause have frequently been described in polar bears. Concurrent decrease of vitamin A levels and chronic liver disease are associated with hepatic carcinogenesis in humans. More than 90% of the body's vitamin A is stored in the liver, where it is bound to an intracellular retinol-binding protein (RBP). Therefore, in this retrospective study, RBP was assessed by immunohistochemistry in liver sections of 11 polar bears. Two of these polar bears had hepatocellular carcinoma, four showed other chronic liver changes, and five had normal livers. In normal livers, the cytoplasm stained diffusely positive with intensely staining cytoplasmic granules. RBP staining was evaluated and the abundance of diffuse cytoplasmic staining and intracytoplasmic large granules was determined. All cases with pathologic liver changes had markedly decreased staining intensities for RBP compared with normal livers. The findings of this study suggest that in polar bears, as in humans, vitamin A metabolism may play a role in hepatic carcinogenesis.